
The Neighborhood 
Water Stewardship 

Program:

An Innovative Approach to 
Behavior Change in 

Northern Virginia



Arlington County, VA
• 26 square miles, adjacent to Washington, 

D.C.
• 190,000 residents in 2000 census
• Diverse population - 40% residents 

Hispanic, African, Asian or multi-racial
• Phase 1 Stormwater permit
• Average 40% imperviousness
• Chesapeake Bay Watershed
• Virginia – Tributary Strategies







Partners

• Arlington County, City of 
Alexandria, City of Falls Church

• Arlingtonians for a Clean 
Environment, Empowerment 
Institute



Development of Program

• Attended 2001 NPS education 
conference with presentation on 
behavior change;

• After conference, worked on grant 
proposal with local partners and 
connected with Empowerment 
Institute;

• Created version of program focusing 
on water.



The Program Need

• Successful government regulation of 
“point source” pollution;

• Next frontier: controlling nonpoint
source pollution through individual 
behavior change;

• Moving beyond awareness-raising to 
action.



Public Participation Strategy

• Neighbor-to-neighbor selling points
1. Community building;
2. Environmental improvement;
3. Improve the neighborhood.

• Between 20% to 30% participation rate 
depending on community

• Strategy:  social diffusion research



Exercise 1

• General script for inviting neighbors 
to participate has been tested and 
proven over time.

• Practice “inviting” your neighbor to 
participate in the program.  



Social Diffusion Research

• Research on spread on innovations in 
society:
– Innovators – 2.5%
– Early Adopters – 13.5%  
– Early Majority - 34%
– Late Majority - 34%
– Laggards - 16%

• Innovations that will succeed become 
unstoppable after reaching 15-20% of 
population.

Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 1995



Progression into 
Water Stewardship Program

• Behavior change and public participation 
model could be adapted to address 
different environmental and societal 
needs. 

• Need - residential NPS water pollution. 

• NFWF funding and partnership with local 
governments and non profits to develop a 
pilot for the Chesapeake Bay watershed.



How is Program Unique?

• Goes beyond awareness to help 
participants learn new behaviors;

• Ability to quantify results;
• Trained coach works with team;
• Neighborhood participation.





Interactive demonstrations

• Allows family involvement
• Mini-enviroscape
• Raingarden (sponge) demo
• Testing toilet for leaks 
• Yard “walkabout” 





Enviroscape



Raingarden/sponge



• Neighborhood Walk
• Neighborhood Gathering
• 4 Team Meetings

– Team Building
– Water Quality
– Water Conservation
– Helping Out

The Basic Program



Program Design

• Workbook Program with 3 Topic Areas:
water quality, water conservation, 
helping out (community activities).

• Actions: 10 to 12  per topic area (32 in 
total).

• Meeting Format: Neighbors form teams 
of 5 to 8 households from block and 
meet 4 times over 2 months to carry out 
the actions they choose.

• Lifestyle assessment before and after 
program (key for tracking behavior 
changes!)









Exercise 2

• Fill out Part 1 of the lifestyle 
assessment for yourself.



Program Results

• Trained 67 team leaders since 
2003, and they have led 29 teams 
through the program;

• In 2004, 44% of households invited 
came to gathering, and 81% joined 
the team;

• Each team averages about six 
households.





Behavior Change

• Each household on average has taken 7 
behavior change actions, including 
reducing use of toxic chemicals, fixing 
water leaks, and installation of rain 
gardens, cisterns, and rain barrels.

• Total actions taken by all teams (as of 
June 2006) was 818;

• 1.9 million gallons of water saved by all 
teams reporting results to date.



Top Ten Actions Taken 

1.  Reduce toxic products 35
2.  Reduce personal water use 34
3.  Reduce dishwashing water use 33
4.  Fix water leaks 32
5.  Reduce shower/bath water use 25
6.  Reduce toilet flushes 25
7.  Rain barrel/downspout extender 22
8.  Reduce garden water use 21
9.  Reduce vehicle miles traveled 20
10. Create rain garden 18



Community Campaign

• Number of teams needed to reach 
15% of population in Four Mile Run 
watershed: 1,420 teams.
• Number of teams in renter units: 759
• Number of teams in owner occupied 

units: 579



Year Team Goal Total Teams
2006 15 40
2007 60 100
2008 60 160
2009 60 220
2010 200 420
2011 200 620
2012 200 820
2013 200 1020
2014 200 1220
2015 200 1420



2005-2006 Activities

• Develop training materials and training 
session outlines for team leader and 
coach trainings;

• Organize 3 team leader trainings;
• Organize 1 coach training;
• Create a listserv for program participants;
• Formalize partnerships with 5 businesses 

or organizations to create common goals 
that will help to grow the Water 
Stewardship Team program.



Examples of Actions 
Taken by Team Members



Raingarden































Other Materials

• Coaches’ kits with materials for 
demonstrations

• Water conservation kits – one basic 
one, and one more expensive one 
(including a low flow showerhead 
and faucet aerator)



Participant Feedback

 “My neighbors responded very 
enthusiastically to the invitation to 
join a Water Stewardship Team and 
were ready to move into action 
immediately. Our team of 10 
neighbors was very diverse, with 
renters and homeowners alike 
answering the call.” 

 Kate Watters, Alexandria, VA



Participant Feedback

 “We enjoyed getting to know 
each other better. We liked the 
individualized nature of the 
program, which encouraged us 
to choose the actions each of us 
wanted. We found the workbook 
easy to use because the actions 
were laid out step-by-step.”
 Laurie Huber, Falls Church, VA





Questions?

Elenor Hodges, 703-228-6427, 
elenor@arlingtonenvironment.org

Aileen Winquist, 703-228-3610, 
awinquist@arlingtonva.us

David Gershon, 845-657-7788, 
info@empowermentinstitute.net

mailto:elenor@arlingtonenvironment.org
mailto:awinquist@arlingtonva.us
mailto:info@empowermentinstitute.net
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